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Natrun, which lie half way between these cities. I started
one morning at six o'clock and was soon driving rapidly
across a Roman-straight ribbon of tar that in some miraculous
way had been laid on the desert. This road looks like
a black tape stretching to the sky, and on either side of it
there is nothing but a gaunt, yellow emptiness. It is,
however, a dangerous and deceptive road. The desert is
never flat for long, and the result is that the road is full
of sudden long dips which conceal an approaching car until
it is almost on top of you. We had a pointed warning when
a lorry driven at fifty miles an hour shot up in front of us
as suddenly as a demon in a pantomime; and had we been
following the fashion and driving on the wrong side of the
road, nothing could have saved us.

After about ten miles a narrow track sprawled off to the
west. I saw that it led to the ruined city of St. Mena, a
saint who is not very well known in the west. I wondered
what remained of this city, and so we turned off and were
soon alone among miles of sand and dunes.

Years ago my attention was first drawn to St. Mena in a
small shop on West Hill, Wandsworth. It is the only one
of its kind that I know of in London where you can buy
fragments of the ancient world for an absurdly reasonable
price. From a mass of pottery I drew out several small
flat clay flasks, each impressed with a raised design showing
a man in Roman dress flanked by two animals which looked
like camels. After I had bought them, I discovered that they
were pilgrim oil flasks from the Church of St. Mena hi Maryut,
and that the man was the saint himself.

Mena was born of Christian parents in the Third Century,
in answer to a prayer which his mother addressed to an ikon
of the Blessed Virgin. As she finished her prayer, she heard
a voice from the ikon agreeing to grant her wish, and she
caught the sound of the word " amen," which was pronounced
in the eastern manner as " amin." When the child was born,
he was called Amen, or Mena, which preserves the second
syllable of the eastern pronunciation. He grew up and
entered the army, and was eventually promoted to be a
military governor. When Diocletian persecuted the Church,
it was the duty of Mena to imprison the Christians in his own